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New Directions in American Indian
Education History: A Review Essay
BOBBY WRIGHT

During the past two decades, the history of American Indian education
has engaged scholars whose recent works enhance a rapidly expanding
literature on the subject. Indeed, the topic is worthy of study. A scholarly examination of any historical moment in Indian education can
reveal the prevailing social, political, economic, and cultural contexts
of Indian-white relations-thus enlarging the scope and significance
of such an inquiry.
Recently scholars have approached the s'tudy of Indian education
from a number of disciplinary perspectives, offering fresh insights into
the general history of Indian-white contact. Martha Elizabeth Layman's
"A History of Indian Education in the United States" (doctoral dissertation, University of Minnesota, 1942) signaled the developing interest
in the subject. More recent scholarship builds on such early studies,
expanding the interdisciplinary approach and new perspectives on
Indian education history. James Axtell, for example, devotes a chapter
to "The Little Red School" in his book, The Invasion Within: The Contest
of Cultures in Colonial North America (New York: Oxford University Press,
Bobby Wright is a research associate and assistant professor in the Center for the
Study of Higher Education, Pennsylvania State University. He is former director of the
Center for Native American Studies at Montana State University and the 1988-'89 Lamon
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1985), an ethnohistorical study of Indian-European relations in the
colonial period. Again reflecting the 'growing scholarly interest in this
field, Jon Reyhner and Jeanne Eder undertook a monumental, nearly
impossible task in their attempt to write a comprehensive but general
work on the topic, A History of Indian Education (Billings: Eastern Montana College Press, 1989). Finally, Bobby Wright's book, Piety, Politics,
and Profit: American Indian Missions in the Colonial Colleges (forthcoming)
offers an Indian perspective on missionization and higher education
in the colonial period.
Although several scholars have recently produced important contributions to the historical study of American Indian education, none
has equaled in importance and scholarly accomplishment the work of
Margaret Connell Szasz. She is unsurpassed in the historical breadth
and the quality of scholarship represented in her two published books
on Indian education history. Her ongoing research on the subject,
which seeks to fill historical gaps not yet filled in her published worksthat is, the period between the colonial era and 1928-promises to
expand her published contributions to the field.
'
Szasz' work best illustrates how the historical study of American
Indian education can be examined with scholarly competence and orig- ,,inality. In 1974 Szasz published Education and the American Indian: The ,'j
Road to Self-Determination Since 1928 (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press), a landmark history of Indian education. Based on unprecedented examination of archival material and other written records, as well as on oral history, Szasz' book explored a half century of
native education within the context of changing federal Indian policy.
Not surprisingly, the work was not flawless. It did not adequately
capture the Indian voice. ,Szasz portrayed Indian students and their
communities as passive victims subject to the whims of government
policy. As she herself concluded, "pupils became the first victims of
'either/or' policy of assimilation" (p. 10). This shortcomingnotwith. standing, Szasz' study still represents the most important and comprehensive scholarship on the subject, establishing Indian education
as a legitimate and significant subject of historical study. '
Apparently influenced by the expanding body of ethnohistorical
literature, Szasz recently completed an even more impressive historical
monograph, Indian Education in the American Colonies, 1607-1783 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988). In this most recent
work, Szasz focuses on "formal schooling [of American Indians] as a
single, crucial dimension of the larger process of cultural interaction"
(p. 3) during the colonial period. She carefully examines the various
dimensions of the cultural exchange-political, economic, religious,
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and social dimensions-that fostered the early educational missions
among both eagerly accepting and wary Indians. "Indian schooling in
colonial America," as Szasz so aptly summarizes,
was continuously immersed in the constant flux that characterized
the exchange between cultures.... The exchange was both overt
and subtle, and it took place on many levels. It rubbed religion
against religion; it was caught up in the ubiquitous traumas of
land ownership, disease, alcohol, and warfare, and was often molded
by the impact of the fur and hide trade, as well as by the trade in
Indian slaves; it was affected by the exchange in food goods and
material culture ... and it altered the role of the family and community, disrupting cultural heritage, attitudes, and values. (p. 3)
Within the larger context of cultural interaction, then, Szasz examines
educational projects, part of the mission designed in the ethnocentric
European mind to Christianize and "civilize" the "savage infidels."
In the first two chapters, Szasz offers a contrast between the socialization of Indian children in traditional native society with the
schooling of English youth in the colonies. Then, she proceeds with a
thorough examination of educational proposals in early Virginia, where
designs for an Indian college at Henrico were advanced within a decade
of the founding of Jamestown. In subsequent chapters, she discusses
Indian schooling in Puritan New England, the Southeast, southern
New England, and New York among the Iroquois Six Nations.
Szasz devotes one of her eleven chapters to a discussion of "Indian
Women between Two Worlds: Moor's School and Coeducation in the
1760s." This inclusion is an admirable attempt to incorporate the often
neglected role and perspective of women in educational history. However, segregating the discussion in a single chapter marginalizes and
patronizes the significance of native women, even though their direct
involvement in educational efforts was most noticeable during this
period. Further complicating this patronage, Szasz appears condescending (perhaps because of some felt affinity with her female subjects) when she identifies Indian women by their first names, while
addressing Indian men on a more formal last-name basis (e.g., p. 226).
This apparent contradiction, however, does not seriously impair the
overall quality and importance of her work. There are too many positive
features in her book.
Like her first work, Indian Education in the American Colonies is
grounded in scrupulous research and is well-documented with a rich
variety of sources. Her writing is clear, forceful, and engaging. But
perhaps the book's greatest strength is the ethnohistorical approach·
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that Szasz successfully brings to bear on the volume. She focuses on
a manageable historical period during which Indian perspectives are
not preserved in the written record. As Szasz indicates, "the Indian
response to these [missionary and educational] goals is more clouded.
Not surprisingly, few sources remain to reveal this side of the story"
(p. 189). Nevertheless, Szasz successfully gives life to native participants in colonial education. Consequently, this book represents a natural progression in the literature-in both its historical dimension and
its scholarly perspective. Moreover, it offers an example of exemplary
research and writing, a substantive treatment of the subject matter, an
accurate portrayal of the Indian people as participants in history, and
an original' contribution to scholarship.
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